. WHAT WORKS

WORKING FOR PEANUTS

North Carolina plant turns farming into a sweet business

Lee Swinson is a peanut farmer in eastern North Caro-
lina and sells the Carolina/Virginia-style peanuts grown on
his farm to wholesalers around the world. When he was just
5 years old, Swinson started helping his dad in the tobacco
fields. Then, in 1994, at the age of 12, this young farmer
rented 20 acres where he could grow cotton. Over the years,
he increased his acreage and experimented with various
crops. In 2005, he found his niche: growing peanuts.

He found that there was some demand for fresh, raw pea-
nuts. As the field crew harvested the crop, people would stop
and ask to buy a bucket of peanuts from the harvest wagon.
He started selling by the bucket for $5 each. To meet the
demand, he purchased 5-1b bags and set up a roadside stand.
Business was steady but not a large enough outlet for the
volume of peanuts he was growing — up to 10,000 tons.

In 2007, when he purchased the Mt. Olive Candy assets,
Swinson founded Golden Grove (www.goldengrove.com).
The move toward value-added product lines led to three
distinct peanut products: peanut candy, packaged salted in-
shell peanuts, and bulk raw in-shell peanuts.

Swinson created a convenient, affordable line of sweet
treats that generate a higher return for the business. Pound
for pound, candy products represent a nearly 400% increase
in value compared to raw peanuts. From the field, the pea-
nuts must be harvested, shelled, and roasted. They’re then
combined with sugar and corn syrup to produce a variety

of peanut-based candy, including the Carolina Crisp Peanut
Bar, Carolina Crisp Bites, and Peanut Brittle.

At the same time, Swinson built a wholesale business to
market the majority of the annual 10,000-ton harvest by
providing raw in-shell peanuts. Golden Grove peanuts are
harvested, packed in 900-1b bulk bags, and shipped to cus-
tomers around the world. As the wholesale business grew, he
saw clear opportunities to improve efficiency.

Golden Grove employees were filling 20 bulk bags each
day by hand. They had three filling stations set up in the
warehouse, each containing a hopper filled with in-shell
peanuts. A slide gate was installed at the bottom of each
hopper, and a scale was positioned below. Each filling station
was manned by three workers who would place an empty
bulk bag on the scale and beneath the hopper. An operator
would open the slide gate, allowing the peanuts to fall into
the bulk bag and wait until the bag was within 2 1b of the
target 900-1b weight.

As the wholesale business grew Swinson recognized that
the manual filling process in place didn’t meet his efficiency
standards. The process was extremely slow, with a top filling
rate of 20 bulk bags per day and labor-intensive, with nine
employees working full-time. In addition, weighing accura-
cies of +/- 2 Ib could be improved to increase profitability.

The manual filling process also generated some spillage
and possible product contamination. If the bag spout wasn’t
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